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			What’s in my drink?

			Some guy in the kitchen simply handed Jenna a red Solo cup and she took it. She didn’t ask—didn’t know—what it was until the vodka struck her tongue. Now she’s gasping at the burn as the liquid fire funnels down her throat, blossoming in her belly like one big Molotov cocktail.

			“Hoooooly shit!” She laughs, vodka dribbling down her chin. It literally burns to breathe.

			Jenna is ready for another.

			And another.

			One month. That’s it. Only one more month until everyone at Greenfield High can kiss her dimpled ass goodbye and she’s out of this town, off to college, buh-bye, bon voyage.

			Cheers to that.

			She finds the dance floor. Or maybe the dance floor finds her. Everyone else merely dances around her, thrashing planets orbiting the sun. She’s the center of this solar system, a galaxy of classmates spiraling to the beat. The music seeps in, dull vibrations sinking deeper—

			Whoa, what’s happening?—

			and deeper and—

			How tipsy am I?—

			the sound system is cranked up so loud, she can see the discarded debris of Solo cups vibrating on the table, countertop, shelves every time the bass kicks in: dum-dum-dum-dum.

			The humidity in the basement thickens. Everyone’s hair is wet, slickened tendrils clinging to their temples. The occasional blast of a camera flash from someone’s phone ignites the whole room, solar flares of pics bursting all around, momentarily blinding her.

			I am a star!

			She feels the heat radiating off her body in these rippling waves, distorting the air. She doesn’t know what the song is anymore, a scorched techno beat burning the wallpaper away.

			Gabe comes out of nowhere. He’s been hobbling on crutches these last couple of weeks after a skateboard accident. Look at him now. Crutch-free. Practically strutting. Grinning ear to ear. He’s radiant. Perfect. My God, it’s like his skin is glowing down here in the basement.

			That boy shines. He’s a meteorite heading straight for her.

			Collision in T minus three seconds…

			Everyone splits down the middle, bodies breaking off and forming a valley.

			Two seconds…

			She makes eye contact with Gabe, yearning for him, feeling the very gravity of his presence pulling them together.

			One second…

			The dance beat thickens as Gabe stops in front of her.

			Impact!

			Jenna presses her palm flat against his chest, right where his heart is, and she swears she feels the vibrations of the beat radiating from him. His heart is one enormous speaker cone.

			Everyone else melts away. It’s just her and Gabe now.

			Jenna feels outside her own body. She watches as Gabe takes her hand…guides her up the stairs…leads her down the hall…escorts her into the bedroom…closes the door behind him and…

			Gabe kisses her. Thin vibrations tremble through his soft lips, so Jenna closes her eyes and tastes the sound. The sweetest beat. He’s brought the music with him. How considerate.

			One second, Jenna is vertical. The next…

			She’s horizontal.

			The two topple onto the bed. Jenna is in Gabe’s arms and laughing all the way down.

			Whose room even is this? Jenna doesn’t know. Doesn’t care. It has no personality. Just navy blue wallpaper and boring decor straight out of a Pottery Barn catalog. Peel back the pastel layers of suburban bliss, and these McMansions all look the same, anyway.

			It’s Jenna’s room now. Correction: Jenna and Gabe’s. They’re ripping at each other’s sticky clothes, peeling them all off, layer by layer, as if they’re skinning each other.

			Gabe presses his lips against hers, mashing their mouths. Deep impact. The meteor of his flesh, his bones, his whole aura collides into her own, and the song inside her just…explodes.

			Jenna’s about to disintegrate under the brunt of his body, the light from the sun snuffing out in one last frantic gasp of air. She wishes he’d be a little more tender with her.

			Slow down, she wants to say. Just a little slower—

			There’s a record scratch within Gabe’s skin.

			Skkkkrtch!

			The music completely halts in his body. His bones lock. Spine goes rigid. Everything within him suddenly petrifies, and Jenna can’t find the rhythm anymore. She loses the beat.

			Loses him.

			What happened? What’s wrong? When she opens her eyes, she sees Gabe hovering directly above her. His eyes have rolled up into his skull, leaving behind nothing but white.

			A bubbling spume seeps out from his mouth. It cascades down her face. Jenna tries to wipe it away, out from her eyes, but there’s too much. Sick, she thinks. He’s sick—

			Jenna tries to move, slide out from under Gabe’s locked body, but he won’t budge. His arms are two pillars at either side, pinning her in place. She can’t free herself. Can’t escape.

			“Gabe?” she hears herself ask, but for some reason it doesn’t sound like her. Doesn’t seem as if his name came from her mouth. Someone else must’ve said it. “What’s wrong—”

			Gabe starts to judder. His body is a rocket launched into the cosmos, battling g-forces that buckle against his very bones. He must be having some kind of epileptic fit or—or—

			Oh God, Jenna thinks, he’s—

			dying—

			OD’ing. He must be in some kind of toxic shock. What’s he on? What did he take?

			Gabe rolls off Jenna and sprawls across the bed, spasming like a windup toy that won’t stop twisting, his torso turning in one direction, legs heading in the other.

			Jenna gasps for air, sitting up. Call 911. Now! What did she do with her phone?

			Where the hell’s my—

			Downstairs.

			Gabe hasn’t stopped convulsing. The spasms only grow worse, the jarring music shocking his body. The foam thickens. The froth is darker. Rustier. Blood. It’s blood…

			What should I do?

			The song keeps skipping in her head, that mental record needle caught in the groove, looping the same frantic lyrics over and over—What should I do what should I do what should I…

			Help. She needs to find help.

			Someone downstairs will know what to do. But she doesn’t want to leave Gabe like this. She can’t just abandon him, can she? What if he—

			Go. Now. GO.

			Jenna bursts out from the room and races through the hall. Back down the steps. She plunges into the basement, into that sweating mass of bodies. They’ve only gotten sweatier, from the looks of it. Wetter. It’s like they’re all one massive, writhing heap of limbs, twisting and twining into one another. She can’t tell where one body stops and the next starts.

			“Help,” she shouts, but her voice can’t reach over the music.

			So she tries again. Louder this time.

			“HELP ME!”

			The dancing stops even as the music carries on. Everyone turns toward Jenna. Her face is laced with tears, streaking her makeup. Raccoon eyes. Chest heaving. “Gabe’s over…over…”

			Over…what? Over her? Over the river and through the woods? What’s she trying to say?

			Dosing. Just say it. Over—

			“…dosing.”

			One guy—Jenna doesn’t know his name, Tim or Jim or Slim—steps up. She’s probably passed him in the hall a million times, but they’ve never talked before.

			“I took a CPR course,” TimSlimJim says. He swallows before adding, “Once.”

			Jenna’s already turning back toward the stairs, taking the steps two at a time.

			The hallway has lengthened itself. The house won’t stay solid, messing with her, trying to keep her away from Gabe. Which room were we in? All the doors look the same now…

			Is it this room?

			Wrong door.

			This one?

			Nope, try again.

			Where is he?

			Why can’t she find—

			There he is!

			Gabe sits upright at the edge of the bed. Perfectly still. Poised is the first word that pops into Jenna’s mind. What’s going on? Why is he…?

			Fine. Perfectly fine. He’s so utterly composed right now, it doesn’t compute. There’s no foam spilling out from his mouth. No blood. No convulsions. Gabe is so completely, so utterly…

			Serene. As if nothing happened.

			There’s no music inside him. Not anymore. The beat is all gone. Gabe’s head turns toward her in almost too smooth of a movement, as if his neck swivels. A grinning action figure.

			“Let’s party,” he says.

		

	
		
			Wake-Up Call

			Wake up, Kyra…

			I’m drowning in my own dream. I can’t drag myself out. On my brain’s command—

			Wake up wake up WAKE UP!—

			I finally gasp back to life. Back to my bed. My room.

			It takes a moment for my breath to settle, heartbeat pounding in my ears. I have to tear away the anxiety ivy wrapped around me, its vines curling over my spine, lacing my veins.

			Practically every morning starts off like this: dismantling my panic attacks.

			I am in control, I repeat to myself. I am in control. I am in—

			There. Better. Exhale.

			I untangle myself from my sheets, covered in sweat, and climb out of bed.

			I find myself in the mirror, staring my reflection down. Look at that girl. I barely recognize her. Her wide saucer eyes, large enough to send radio signals into outer space. Her precision bob, a little messy this morning but still meticulously trimmed to slant down her cheekbones.

			I won’t flinch first, I think, defying my mirrored doppelgänger to wince before I do.

			I am in control.

			

			—

			“Morning, sunshine.” Mom’s at the stove, manifesting breakfast. She senses me enter the kitchen without turning her head my way, eyes in the back of her head. “Sleep well?”

			“Magnificently,” I lie.

			I swoop in for a sliver of bacon—GMO-free, no hormones, no antibiotics—but Mom brandishes her spatula like a battle-ax, defending breakfast. “No picking!”

			I give her a peck on the cheek, then lean my chin over her left shoulder so she can give me a kiss back. When she does, I quickly slip my hand around her right and grab a slice.

			“Hey! What did I just say?”

			“Just keeping you on your toes.” I snap at the bacon, all teeth, as I back away victorious.

			Dad’s already at the table, barricaded behind the morning paper. I have just about a millisecond to read the headline—Third Teen Overdose Devastates Community—before he pokes his head out like it’s some big surprise. Boo! He’s all suited up for work, wearing his navy blue blazer and blood-red tie, a Christmas gift from me two holidays ago. I won’t see him out of his suit until Saturday. If I see him at all. Dad’s been burning the proverbial candle at every conceivable end these last couple of weeks, working on a new project that’s keeping him at BoTanic until late.

			“Take a load off,” he says with the slightest wink. “Stay awhile.”

			Our fam is one of those in-and-out dining types. We’ve all got places to go most mornings. People to be. Minds to mold. That sort of thing.

			Not this morning. Today’s special.

			Today’s mine.

			Fresh strawberries—all organic, not genetically modified, no pesticides. Steaming coffee—fair trade, shade-grown. A gluten-free cinnamon roll baked into the shape of a heart.

			I’ve got to play my part and act surprised, like we haven’t done this every year since I became a member of the Cartwright clan. “What’re you two up to? Why suddenly so sus?”

			“Who? Me?” Dad glances over his shoulder, making sure I’m not talking to the other dad hiding behind him. His brushed-back, slicked-back hair shines this morning, oil-spill obsidian, somehow looking more vibrant than ever. I can’t help but wonder if he’s starting to use product to keep the gray away. Hair Color for Dads? Tragic. “I have no earthly idea what you’re talking about…”

			Mom brings the sizzling skillet to the table and shovels scrambled free-range eggs onto my plate. “Is there something special about today?” she asks. “Something we should be celebrating?”

			“You know…now that you mention it…” Dad pretends to lapse back into the file cabinet of his mind, flipping through for some long-buried memory. “I do recall something noteworthy about today…but for the life of me…I just can’t remember what it is. How about you, hon?”

			“No idea.” Mom sighs, her spatulaed hand on her hip. “Maybe it’ll come to us later.”

			“Eventually.”

			“Hopefully.”

			“Probably not.”

			“Doubtful.”

			“Oh well…Que será, será.”

			“C’est la vie.”

			These two are completely cornball. Still, it brings a smile to my face.

			“Wait a sec…” I nearly see the light bulb go off above Dad’s head. “Now I remember!”

			Mom practically gasps. “Is…is it…?”

			Wait for it…

			“Could it be?”

			Wait…

			“I think it is…”

			Aaaaand…

			“Happy unbirthday,” they synchronously serenade.

			“Awww,” I preen. “You guys remembered.”

			“How could we forget?”

			Forget. Funny that they should mention it. The actual date of my birth is a bit of a question mark. It’s unclear when exactly I first came into this world. Once the Cartwrights welcomed me into their fam—twelve years ago now, fostered at four, adopted by five—Nancy and Frank allowed me to pick whichever day I wished to designate as my semiofficial birthday.

			I chose May 13. My unbirthday. A handmade, homemade holiday, just for me.

			“We’ll celebrate tomorrow night, okay?” Mom asks. “Dinner with the whole family?”

			“Must be gearing up for a real rager…” I pretend to be impressed and not disappointed.

			“I’m stuck at the office tonight,” Dad says. No surprise. We don’t see him most nights until after ten o’clock anyhow. “Sorry, kiddo. All my fault. Still rolling out the new project.”

			“Booooo.”

			Dad takes it in stride, clutching his heart. My telepathic wallop hits its target. “I know…Bad Dad of the Year over here. Only a few more nights, and I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

			“Swear you’ll be there tomorrow?”

			“With bells on.”

			“Don’t worry,” Mom says. “We’ll make it worth the wait. We’ll celebrate twice as hard.”

			“Will there be tres leches?” My favorite cake. I don’t need to ask, but I do anyway.

			“Of course.”

			“I always ask for carrot cake,” Dad grumbles, “but my request keeps getting denied.”

			“That’s because it’s not your unbirthday, hon…”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Make your own cake.”

			“Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll make a cuatro leches cake for my birthday. Cinco leches.”

			“Five’s too much. We need to keep an eye on your cholesterol.” Mom kisses him on the forehead, rumples his hair. “Let’s keep you around for a little while longer, yeah? We don’t want to clog your arteries with cake.”

			“Says the woman who just served the bacon.”

			“Oh, you think that’s for you? Sorry, Charlie…Unbirthday girls only.”

			“I’ll gladly sacrifice my bacon for the unbirthday girl.”

			“Good.” I spot her giving him a wink she doesn’t think I can see. It still takes me aback to see these two so in love with one another. I can’t help but feel a pang.

			Mom slides all the bacon onto my plate. “Who’s around for dinner tonight?”

			I slip a sliver of swine to Dad when her back’s turned. He silently mouths, Thank you, before the purloined pig disappears behind his teeth. “Mind if I hang with Halley?”

			“Why not just invite her over here?” Mom asks. “I’ll set a place for her.”

			“Halley wants to take me out to celebrate,” I say. Of course I already made plans for the night. I knew Dad wouldn’t be able to make it. I can’t let my actual unbirthday slip by uncelebrated, so obviously my comet Halley is coming to my rescue.

			“Need a ride?” The voice comes from behind me.

			Gabe swoops into the room. He’s not on his crutches—which, okay, weird. I thought he had another week on them. Doctor’s orders. His hair is combed back, still wet, not the usual bird’s nest of bedhead. He’s even wearing clothes that fit. Quelle surprise. He normally has his favorite ratty hoodie on all day, every day, like a second skin, unless Mom makes him take it off.

			He’s shed, I can’t help but think. I almost don’t recognize him. Who the heck’s this?

			Most mornings it’s a Herculean effort to drag Gabe out of bed. Not today. He plops down in the seat next to me and practically tackles his glass of orange juice.

			“Don’t drown yourself,” I say, watching him gulp the glass down.

			“Sorry. Just parched.”

			Sometimes I look at my picture-perfect family—Mom, Dad, Gabe—and I see the Holy Trinity of Suburban Bliss. Gabe is their biological child. He looks like them. Me…not so much.

			So what if we’re not bound by blood? We’re still family.

			Right?

			I have to remind myself it’s not blood that makes a family. It’s love. I know how cheesy that sounds, but it’s true. If it weren’t for the Cartwrights bringing me into their fam, I’d be…

			I would be…well, probably dead.

			Gabe used to call me the prodigal daughter. When I first entered the picture, crash-landing into the Cartwright clan, he felt like they fawned all over me. They treat you more like family than me, he griped. You’re more like them than I am. Their own flesh and blood.

			We were just kids. Our sibling rivalry has mellowed into petty pecking since then.

			Still. Oil and water, he and I.

			“Where are your crutches?” I ask.

			“Don’t need them.”

			“Since when?”

			Gabe shrugs, then refills his glass.

			“Save some OJ for the rest of us.”

			Even though Gabe’s got two years on me, I still feel like the older sibling. I’m the more mature family member. Gabe is a figure skater on thin ice. He excels at getting under Mom’s and Dad’s skin. Broken curfews, missed meals, fluctuating GPAs; you name it, Gabe’s dabbled in it.

			“Almost forgot,” he comes up for air to say. “Happy birthday, sis.”

			“Unbirthday,” Mom corrects him. Such a stickler for ritual. She lives for this sort of thing. The homemade ceremonies. The weird nonholidays that nobody but us celebrates. Thankseating or Halfway-to-Halloween. She teaches third grade, and I swear, sometimes our household feels like a research lab for all of her bizarro arts and crafts projects. The whole fam is nothing but a bunch of guinea pigs. I’m surprised she doesn’t make us draw outlines of our hands on construction paper and turn them into magical unbirthday peacocks this morning.

			“Shoot.” Dad checks his Rolex and—BAM—he’s off and running. “Gotta go.” He takes one last sip of coffee before he shifts into professional autopilot. Kiss to me, kiss to Mom, then heads for the door. He halts long enough to turn and ask Gabe, “Did you take your Perianth?”

			“Yup.” The two of them share a glance I can’t quite figure. Some silent exchange passes between them. It’s almost smug, whatever it is. Like they’re sharing a secret.

			Weird.

			Ever since Gabe kissed concrete and fractured his femur a couple of months ago, he’s been taking BoTanic’s new pain reliever Perianth. It’s not even on the market yet. Dad brought home samples. Lucky us. Just one of the humble perks of his job. From the way Gabe’s acting, it works like gangbusters. He was out of his cast a week ahead of sched. Now he’s crutch-free, apparently, back to doing what Gabe does best: going out, staying out, blacking out.

			“You mind doing the dishes?” Mom asks me, rushing to clean up before heading out.

			“Do I have to?” I ask with just a hint of a pout. “It’s my unbirthday…”

			“I’ve got it,” Gabe offers.

			Mom hesitates for a fraction of a second. “Did my son just offer to clean?”

			“Fine by me,” I say.

			No time to dwell. Mom’s kissing us through the air. “Love you.” Smack. “Love you.”

			Smack—

			And just like that, Mom hesitates. Something is on her mind, I can tell, something she wants to say to me. She simply gives me this warm smile, a teacher’s smile, like I just came home with a perfect-attendance award. “Have fun with Halley tonight,” she eventually says.

			“Will do.”

			Now it’s just me and Gabe. He gulps half his OJ down in one go. “So,” I say, “tell me how batshit your night was. Wasn’t there another sweaty soiree at Pete’s house or something?”

			“As a matter of fact, there was…” Gabe empties the carton. “You shoulda come.”

			“Right.” Never. “Was Jenna Harrison there?”

			“Jenna,” he says. Not a question.

			“…Aaand? She practically broadcast to the entire cafeteria that she wants you.”

			“Nothing happened.”

			“What a gentleman.” Clearly, he’s screwing with me.

			“There’s another party tonight, if you wanna celebrate your birthday in style.” Gabe makes a beeline to the fridge for a refill, then downs a fourth glass in three chugs.

			“Not happening,” I say, staring his way.

			“Come on. Join us.”

			“Want to hear a broken record? Ask me one more time.”

			“You know you want to.”

			“Okay, what gives?” I have to ask. “Are you high right now? You’re acting totally bizarro.”

			“Just high on life, I guess.”

			I can’t help but snort out a laugh at that—short, staccato. Who even says stuff like that?

			“I’m serious. Haven’t you ever felt like every cell in your body is suddenly, completely wide-awake? Like everything within you is operating at maximum capacity?”

			“Nope, sorry, can’t say that I have…”

			Gabe suddenly goes all sensitive sibling on me: “You doing okay, sis?”

			“Peachy.”

			“Thinking about your birthday?”

			“Unbirthday.” I try to say it the way Mom does. “Get me anything?”

			“Of course…”

			“What is it?”

			“A surprise.”

			“How mysterious,” I say. “So when do I get to open this big surprise?”

			“Tonight.”

			“The suspense is killing me.”

			“Trust me, it’ll change your life.” Now Gabe’s giving me this look. Like he’s concerned. For me? He’s acting absolutely rando this morning. “You can always talk to me, you know…”

			“Duly noted.”

			“I’m serious. If there’s something on your mind, I want you to know that I’m here.”

			Why is he probing? “You sound like a therapist.”

			“Yeah, but I’m waaaay cheaper.”

			“You moving in on Dr. Atal?”

			“Just don’t be a stranger,” he says in all seriousness. “I’m here.”

			Stranger. What an odd thing to say.

			“Got it.”

			Gabe grabs my plate along with his and washes the dishes. He didn’t touch his food. “Ready to hit the road?”

			“We’ve still got, like…twenty minutes.”

			“Early bird gets the worm, sis.” Ever since Gabe got out of his cast, he’s been behind the wheel again. He’s hardly ever at home anymore. I rarely see him.

			It takes me a breath to motivate, extremely weirded out by Gabe’s can-do attitude. “Keep the worm. He’s all yours.”

		

	
		
			Social Gene Pool

			High school cliques don’t exist the way they did when our parents were students. Their heads are still stuck in this Breakfast Club rut that has them thinking everybody sticks to their respective corners of the cafeteria and nobody ever intermingles, but those days are long gone.

			Our student body has evolved.

			Nobody is just one thing anymore. There are no longer nerds or jocks or alphas.

			We’re all social mutts.

			All those years of blending hip-hop and punk have created the next evolutionary step in students. Just imagine that fish crawling out from the primordial ooze. It still has gills. Still has fins. A tail. But now it walks on dry land. Now it’s got lungs. It exists in so many worlds at once.

			If my life were a pop quiz, it would begin with:

			
					
					What am I? Who exactly is Kyra Cartwright?

					
							
							An overachieving alpha

						

							
							A drama club queen

						

							
							A skate punk or goth girl

						

							
							All of the above

						

					

			

			

			All of the above, obviously. Threads of every social circle lace through me and my Doc Martens. I am a combat-booted, socially aware sophomore you’ll find in the mosh pit.

			An honor-roll Roller Derby queen ready to rumble.

			A straight-edge straight-A student.

			So I’m a bit of an achiever. I’ve learned that keeping myself busy, staying engaged, keeps my anxiety in check. I push the panic attacks back with after-school clubs.

			Extracurricular activities this year include student government, yearbook club, and Greenfield Gazette editorial staff—not to mention I’m a pilot member of the BoTanics, a service program designed by my own dad to, ahem, “bridge the gap between students and the professional workforce at BoTanic.” It’s a glorified internship. Looks killer on college transcripts.

			It’s how you present yourself that matters. What people see on the outside. What’s wriggling around on the inside is for me and me alone to wrestle with. The debilitating self-consciousness. The anxiety. The nightly panic attacks. Nobody knows about these things. Including my parents. I bury the baggage, even from my family, because I don’t want them worrying over me. Who I was. I want to leave that frightened little girl behind. It’s who I’m going to be, in the future, that matters. I just have to fake it till I make it.

			Ever hear the ol’ chestnut An apple a day keeps the doctor away? Yeah, well, the phrase that best encapsulates my life is Twenty extracurricular activities a day keeps the anxiety away.

			As I approach the lunchroom, I whisper my mantra: I am in control…I am in control…

			Or so I tell myself.

			And there it is…Just as I reach the cafeteria doors, I feel a tendril of anxiety ivy reach out from within the pit of my stomach and tighten, these vines of self-doubt lacing my veins.

			Squeeeeeezing…

			One last breath before stepping inside. Keep it together, Kyra. Keep cool, keep in control.

			Greenfield used to be a bland cinder block box built before the dawn of the PTA. Then BoTanic bulldozed the old building and erected a whole new school. Anything for the children of its employees. Who knows? We could be the next generation of their corporate workforce.

			Our cafeteria has a wall made completely out of glass. The amount of sun that seeps in makes me feel like we’re in an aquarium, nothing but a bunch of fish pecking our lunches.

			“Bonjour,” I announce before plopping down in my seat next to Halley.

			Halley, my salvation. My angel in fishnets and eyeliner. We’ve been best friends ever since she saved me from freshman French. Her first words to me: Ce siège est-il occupé?

			Uh…no?

			Ça te dérange si je m’assieds? Her husky, cigarette-inflected French sounded devastating.

			Oui? I stammered. Er—I mean, no?

			Merci.

			She wore a black leather choker. Combat boot lifts that elevated her a solid six inches over me. A spiderweb-netted dress, funereal black, casting her web across the desk next to me.

			Mon nom est Halley.

			Je m’appelle…Kyra.

			Kyra.

			I really liked the way she said my name. There was a warmth to it. Nobody had ever said my name quite the way she did. I thought, Now, that’s the kind of Kyra I really want to be.

			Halley started tutoring me. She single-handedly brought my flailing French up to conversational ease in less than a semester. I honestly don’t know where I’d be without her.

			“Happy unbirthday,” she says. I hear the faint clink of her tongue ring against her teeth, that metallic tap of the stud clacking at the back of her mouth.

			“You remembered…”

			“Always.”

			“What’s an unbirthday?” Sean asks.

			Halley answers for me. “Kyra gets to pick her very own birthday.”

			“Lucky duck,” Cody says.

			“That’s me. Quack…”

			Cody and Sean complete our quartet. Sean is actually short for Chandra and spelled completely differently, but he learned the hard way that most suburban kids can’t be bothered to pronounce a name as simple as Chandra. He still has vivid memories of his kindergarten teacher scrolling through roll call and stumbling on his name, mispronouncing it. Sandra?

			It’s Chandra. Chawn-draw.

			Oh, this teacher said, utterly flummoxed. Let’s just call you Sean, then, all right?

			I asked him once if he’d like to go by Chandra now. It’s never too late to go back to your roots. You can still reclaim your name, if you wanted. You don’t have to go by Sean anymore…

			Nah, he said, pretty nonchalant about it all. Why bother? But I can tell the pain is still there, lingering just beneath the skin. Nobody forgets the cruelty of kids. That shit sticks.

			Know how I know it still stings? Sean hides behind his hair. He’s got this wet mop on top of his head that hangs just over his eyes, offering up a perfect curtain to keep him from making contact with the casual racism that gets tossed his way on an almost-daily basis.

			Like the saying goes: The more things change, the more the xenophobia stays the same…

			“Any chance I could change my birthday?” Cody asks. “Mine’s too close to Christmas.”

			“Sorry,” Halley says. “Only kids with no birth dates pick their unbirthdays.”

			Cody still hasn’t come out to his fundamentalist parents. He’s living a double life. He puts on his secret identity at home, while the real him is here—with us—at school.

			“So…” Cody probes. “You really don’t know when you were born?”

			“Not really.” I shrug it off, avoiding the conversation. I keep pretty tight-lipped about my past, even with my friends. Only Halley knows the goriest details. It’s just not a topic I want to discuss. That’s where my anxiety ivy lives. Takes root. Sprouts. I have to cut back that panic attack thatch practically every morning, taking a machete to my life and pruning the stress.

			“Uh-oh,” Cody whispers. “Looks like our lovebirds are pecking at each other again…”

			Kevin McCarthy and Carolyn Jones have an entire table to themselves just next to ours. These two have been together since freshmen year. They’ve broken up and gotten back together I don’t know how many times. The rest of us suffer through every tortured step of their relationship, bearing witness to their tragic romance playing out in the cafeteria.

			Today they’re certainly on an upswing. Look at them go. Carolyn mashes her mouth against Kevin’s. His jaw unlocks. I see a pink sliver slither from her mouth into his mincing lips.

			“Why am I even watching this?” Cody asks. “Too early in the day for that much tongue.”

			They’ll probably break up in fourth period, then make up by fifth, back in each other’s mouths before the final bell of the day. And the cycle of life continues here at Greenfield…

			Some days I feel like I’m in a nature documentary. I can hear the British lilt of David Attenborough’s narration as he calmly describes the mating dance of our own power couple: The male fluffs his feathers for the female to find. Watch as the two continue their breeding ritual.

			Just then, my phone chimes. A text from Dad.

			HAPPY UNBIRTHDAY, HON. SORRY TO MISS OUT ON TONIGHT. WILL MAKE IT UP 2 U.

			I text back: NO TEXTING DURING SCHOOL HOURS!!!!

			A rapid-fire response: OOPS SORRRRR­RRRRR­RRY

			“I’m desperate for a cigarette,” Halley mumbles, her focus still on our neighbors’ make-out session. “Skip with me?”

			“I’m not aiding and abetting you in your bad habits,” I say as I slip my cell back in my pocket. “You know that shit’ll kill you.”

			“This school is killing me. I have a test next period and I haven’t even begun to study for it. Who wants to stage a breakout? Fifth period?”

			“Not me, sorry.”

			“You’re no fun.” Halley’s unbridled lust for life can be a bit overwhelming at times. Most days, I’ll tag along. Her joie de vivre can fuel a full night’s worth of escapades, like purging the grocery store of all its instant pudding and dumping it into the fountain out front. Or driving down the interstate with the stereo cranked all the way up, belting out ballads in the wind. Or thrift store shopping. Picking up a dusty tux and mothballed wedding dress and going to homecoming.

			“Speaking of fun,” Sean pipes up, “the James River Film Festival kicks off tonight. They’re doing a fifties sci-fi retrospective. Anybody want to check it out?”

			“Works for me,” Cody says, “as long as I can tell my parents we’re doing something else.”

			“Tell them we’re going to bible study,” Sean says.

			“Screw you.”

			“Monthly macramé? Sewing circle? Stitch ’n’ bitch?”

			“Enough,” Cody groans.

			“Are you ever gonna tell them?” I ask.

			“Um…no? Absolutely not?”

			“So you’re just gonna hide for the rest of your life? Pretend you’re somebody else?” Sean asks.

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

			“How can you live like that?” Sean asks.

			“Have you met my parents?”

			“It’s your life…”

			“What passes for one,” Cody mumbles. I think of Cody like Superman. Superman isn’t the alter ego; it’s Clark Kent. Cody’s a superhero who has to pretend he’s not whenever he’s around his parents. They don’t know who their own son truly is. They probably never will.

			“How about you?” Sean asks me.

			“Can’t,” I say. “Got a hot date.”

			“Oh? Really?” Cody’s suddenly very excited. “With who?”

			I lean over and press my shoulder against Halley’s. “My comet,” I say.

			Cody deflates, clearly disappointed in me. “That doesn’t count.”

			“Sooooo…” Halley starts, then bites her bottom lip. “About tonight.”

			“What about it?” I ask. “I’m all ears.”

			“I have an idea…”

			“Ooooh, tell me more.”

			“It’s a little…different.”

			“Consider me intrigued.”

			“It’s going to require a weeee bit of an open mind.”

			“Okaaay.” I’m sensing some nervousness on Halley’s part, simmering beneath her skin.

			“Promise you won’t shoot me down?”

			“Just tell me already!”

			“Promise first.”

			“Halley, come on.”

			“There’s a party at Pete Sutherland’s house.” It spills out of her mouth so fast, I can barely make sense of the words. Theres­a­party­at­Pete­Sutherlands­house.

			I can’t help but snort. The final month of school before summer break is a verifiable minefield of house parties. Seniors go on a monthlong binge, drinking just about every day of the week until graduation. Parents practically sanction it. Better for these kids to drink under the roof of our house where they can be safe, their ethically questionable rationale goes, instead of sneaking around and doing it elsewhere, where they might get hurt. These parents even buy the booze, which is unbelievable. The entire senior population gets blitzed and nobody bats an eye.

			Halley’s not joking. She’s wearing her Serious Face. Her eye-shadowed, puppy-dog-pout, please-please-please-pleading face. I ask, “And your point is…what, exactly?”

			“I kinda…sorta…wanna…go?”

			My knee-jerk reaction is to laugh again, but this time it withers in my throat.

			There it is. That first tendril slithering within my intestines. I feel it rise, looking for light. The anxiety ivy twines around my spine, climbing my windpipe, spreading everywhere.

			“Since when has a kegger at Pete Sutherland’s ever sounded appealing to you?”

			“Since Teddy Goldblum told her he was going,” Cody answers before Halley can.

			She elbows him. “Shut up.”

			“It’s true!”

			Halley’s been severely crushing on Teddy Goldblum all year. She hasn’t mustered the courage to speak more than four words to him. The heart wants what the heart wants, and well…Halley’s heart is a comet racing straight toward Teddy. She changes around him. She dumbs herself down, knocking a couple of digits off her IQ just for him. It absolutely kills me.

			“It could be fun,” she offers. “Maybe it’s time to try something new. Branch out a bit?”

			Not on your life. I wouldn’t be caught dead at a kegger. Especially on my unbirthday.

			“Are you for real?”

			Halley nods. “Sugar on top?”

			No no no. She knows more than anyone in this world why I’d never, never go to some bro-fest. My biological mother lost custody when I was four. She got hooked on fentanyl in high school, all thanks to my father, whoever he was. I never met him. He may as well be dead.

			Four is a fuzzy year for me. There’s one memory—just one, hazy around the edges—that I hold on to. An apartment with no heat. No running water. No food. I’m wearing the same clothes I wore the day before and the day before that. Wherever Mom slipped off to, it’s pretty clear she’s not coming back. Not for me. I’m on the floor, watching a TV that doesn’t work, trying to fill its blank screen with shows I used to watch. There’s something crawling across my leg. The room is filled with skitters when I’m not crying. It’s like the place is alive with pincers.

			That’s it. That’s all I’ve got…the one and only memory of my life before I moved in with the Cartwrights. Started over. That single memory never leaves. It comes back night after night.

			It waits for me.

			In my dreams.

			Halley knows why I avoid parties. Of course Halley, my closest friend, knows why—because I’ve told her that if I go to some stupid party, I might find out I have—

			fun—

			the same addictive itch that took my bio mom. But there’s that word—fun—pushing its way through my thoughts like an uninvited party crasher. Somewhere rooted deep within me, I’ll want to try. Yearn for a taste. And once I reach down and start to scratch, that desire will spread. I’ll end up just like my biological parents, like my mother. Once I start, there’ll be no stopping. One drink becomes two becomes ten becomes the rest of my life. What if I can’t stop?

			I am in control, I repeat to myself. I am in control.

			Better to remain a ball of nerves. Keep my iron grip. Hold tight, because if I let go, even just once…I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to regain whatever control I have to begin with.

			Of course I don’t say this. Any of it. All I can muster in the moment is “But…it’s my unbirthday.”

			It sounds so needy. So pitiful. Even I feel it.

			Halley winces. “What if we…do something tomorrow instead? Or this weekend?”

			I lose myself in the cafeteria. The endless sea of faces. In that moment, it feels like everyone’s eyes are on me. Staring at me. Eavesdropping. I want—need—to get out of here.

			There’s Gabe. I spot him across the cafeteria, sitting at a completely different table than usual. He’s hanging with Daniel Mainwaring—which, okay, strange. Those two never talk to each other.

			I stand up from our table. My feet start moving, taking me away.

			“Kyra!” I hear Halley call out. “Where are you going?”

			I just want to walk. Go somewhere else. Anywhere other than here. I can’t think. Can’t breathe. Suddenly the air within the cafeteria seems to thicken. The temperature rises.

			The anxiety ivy is climbing. Suffocating me. Squeeeeeeezing.

			There’s a courtyard reserved for seniors just on the other side of the cafeteria’s glass doors. I don’t care if I’m not technically allowed out here for two years; I just need fresh air.

			I plow through the doors and find the courtyard empty.

			Or almost empty.

			There’s one other student sitting out here by himself. His attention seems focused on a single spot on the wall. Daydreaming, maybe. He’s wearing a flannel over a T-shirt. A jean jacket over that. Way to go, Mr. Retro. Did he raid his parents’ Nirvana collection? Talk about a total Kurt Cobain throwback. Who is this guy? I’ve seen him before, haven’t I? What’s his name?

			He glances up at me. We make eye contact. That millisecond of connection flares in my chest. I break away. Something about him…I don’t know. It’s like he actually sees me.

			Or wants to. He’s not simply sizing me up. He’s looking.

			“Hey,” he says.

			“Hey,” I answer back. “This area’s only for seniors.”

			“Nobody told me.”

			“Now you know.”

			“You one?”

			“One what?”

			“Senior.”

			“Nope.”

			“Uh-oh,” he says. “Now we’re both in trouble.”

			I force back a grin. I don’t want to smile right now. “I’ll keep it a secret, if you can.”

			“Works for me.”

			Who is he? He’s new to school. Moved from somewhere else.

			A little hope for Hopewell, Virginia.

			I hear a metallic snap. It’s muted, but I could swear it came from somewhere nearby.

			There it is again. A hinge of some sort clasping shut.

			What is it?

			I notice what he’s staring at now. Somebody vandalized the courtyard wall. A single word is spray-painted against the brick in bleeding pink letters, dribbling before drying, like vines.

			Spore

			“Any idea what that’s supposed to mean?” he asks, pulling his hand out from his jacket pocket and pointing at the word. Something’s in his hand. A silver glint between his fingers.

			“Beats me,” I say. “Could be somebody’s tag?”

			“It wasn’t here yesterday…”

			“You’re quite observant.”

			“Just taking everything in, I guess. Still trying to get the lay of the land.”

			I hear the click of a hinge again, only louder, more prominent this time.

			A Zippo.

			“Better not get caught with that,” I say, nodding at the polished-chrome lighter.

			He glances at his own hand, as if he’s just now realizing there’s a Zippo in his grip, and quickly stuffs it back into his pocket. Now you see it, now you don’t. “Sorry. I don’t even smoke.”

			“So…why carry a lighter?”

			“Keepsake,” he says, leaving it at that.

			“You’re the new guy, right?”

			He holds up a hand, half wave, half capitulation, guilty as charged. “Logan.”

			“Kyra. You got a last name, Logan?”

			“Last time I checked.”

			“Want to share it?”

			“Do you always give strangers the third degree?” I can tell he’s enjoying this.

			So am I. “This is nothing. Just wait until I give you the fourth…”

			I cringe. That was a step too far. What am I doing? This is so unlike me.

			“Kidman,” he offers, rolling with it. “Logan Kidman. Pleased to meet you, Kyra…?”

			“Cartwright.”

			“Kyra Cartwright,” he repeats my name.

			After a second’s worth of excruciating silence, I say, “If you’re looking for the best murals, head down to the train tracks. There’s an overpass that’s been completely painted over.”

			“You a connoisseur?” There’s a little hope warming up his words. A hint of an invitation.

			This time I grin, just a bit. “Just taking everything in.”

			“You mind giving me directions? Draw me a map, maybe? Still trying to get my bearings.”

			“Come on, New Guy. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

			“Lost it two states back.”

			“What you need is a tour guide.”

			“Perfect,” he says. “What time should I pick you up?”

			My breath hitches in my chest. “Pardon?”

			“For my tour. I hear you’re an aficionado.”

			“Easy now,” I say, smiling. Just a fraction. “We just met.”

			“So…you’re not going on a graffiti run with me?”

			“Play your cards right and we’ll see.”

			He seems impressed, like he didn’t think I’d actually say maybe.
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